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Life After the Avant-Garde:  
Proletarian Realism, Proletarian Modernism 




This essay analyses the category of ³life´ as mobilised by proletarian writing, and through 
WKLVDQDO\VLVH[SORUHVSUROHWDULDQUHDOLVP¶VUHODWLRQWR0DU[LVPDQGWKHDYDQW-garde. 
Surveying the commitment to everyday life, inherited from avant-gardism, in the work of 
Michael Gold, Jack Conroy and Langston Hughes, the essay investigates the relation of two 
central modes of its expression: testimony and allegory. From here the claim is that 
SUROHWDULDQUHDOLVP¶VHYHU\GD\OLIHZDVGHILQHGE\WZR0DU[LVWFRPPLWPHQWVWRUHODWLRQDQG
to purpose. In the case of the first, testimony and allegory are brought together to connect the 
immediate embodied particulars of working life to the wider processes that enforce them. In 
the second, they are brought together to mobilise this relation towards action. Here we see a 
bifurcation: on the one hand writing that, anxious to mould its particulars into a meaningful 
whole, attempts to fix them into an overarching economy in danger of draining its evocations 






1. Life  
2  
³No straining or melodrama or other effects; life itself is the supreme melodrama. Feel this 
intensely, and everything becomes poetry ² the new poetry of materials, of the so-called 
µFRPPRQPDQ¶WKH:RUNHUPRXOGLQJKLVUHDOZRUOG´ *ROG³1RWHV´-XO\ Thus in 
1930 Mike Gold announced his commitment to that most ambiguous but most constantly 
weaponised category of PRGHUQLW\³OLIH´1 Less an idea than a demand for thought to move 
LWVIRFXVIURPLGHDVWRWKHHPERGLHGH[SHULHQFHVRIOLYLQJ³OLIH´LQYRNHVWKHIDPLOLDUURXWLQH
and ubiquitous processes of day-to-day existence. Such demands are, of course, partly 
rhetorical: few artists set out to be lifelessDQGRQHFDQPHDQDOPRVWDQ\WKLQJE\³OLIH´
Drilling down into what Gold and other proletarian writers did mean by it, however, can 
illuminate proletarian realism, against its reputation for aesthetic conservativisPDVD³QHZ
SRHWU\RIPDWHULDOV´LQDOOLWVFRPSOLFDWHGUHODWLRQVZLWKH[SHULPHQWDOPRGHUQLVP)RU
EH\RQGUKHWRULFFRPPLWPHQWWRµUHDOOLIH¶DQQRXQFHVDYDULHW\RIDOOHJLDQFHVWKDWGLVWLQJXLVK
avant-garde movements from each other: to certain contents (the domestic, leisure, wage-
labour), to certain attitudes (embrace, distance, resistance), to certain modes (habit, crisis, 
speed) and to certain forms to keep everyday life alive (epiphany, collage, realisms). 
Proletarian realism, at its best, consciously positions itself within these allegiances. In this, I 
will argue, we can recognise a unique development of avant-gardism and literary Marxism.  
 
The avant-JDUGH¶VORYHDIIDLUZLWKOLIHLVZHOONQRZQLWODERXUHGWREHDEVRUEHGE\LWDQG
failed. In Peter %UJHU¶VFRQWURYHUVLDOEXWVWLOOFODULI\LQJDFFRXQWDYDQW-garde art wanted to 
both express life (as life) and negate it (as bourgeois life), and at the same time to integrate 
art into life through the integration of life into art (35-54). The aim was not to simply reinsert 





sees the concept invoked by almost every major avant-garde movement.  
3  
DFFRXQWWKLVSURMHFWZDVDIDLOXUHDQGWKHUHIRUHQRZPHUHO\³KLVWRULFDO´:K\GLGLWQRW
succeed? At the level of content, experimental modernist or avant-garde texts mark a major 
shift in aesthetic decorum regarding appropriate subject matters of art. Formally, in part 
because of this content, life in avant-garde art is determined by its revelation in shock, 
through defamiliarising jolts confronting unconscious habit. Shock performs what seems to 
be the perfect µVXEODWLRQRIDUWLQWKHSUD[LVRIOLIH¶: it returns reception to the social and 
challenges the institution of art (shock and scandal being seen as political affects) while 
animating life through unusual representational form (stable aesthetic modes and habits are 
PDGHWRµPRYH¶$FRQWUDGLFWLRQDULVHVLQWKLVSUDFWLFHKRZHYHUVLQFHLWVGHILQLWLYHPRGHLV 
the event²the single moment, occasion, production or gesture²avant-garde practices often 
risk distorting the everyday in its very temporality.2 $V+HQUL/HIHEYUHSRLQWVRXW³WKH
 
2 
 The relation between the everyday and the epiphany/event in modernism has 
been explored in much recent modernist scholarship, including at the 2013 Modernist Studies Association 



























paroxysmal moment dispossesses mundane, everyday existence, annulling it, denying it. It is 
the very thing which denies life: it is the nothingness RIDQJXLVKRIYHUWLJRRIIDVFLQDWLRQ´
(125; original emphasis). Avant-garde shock, among other things, is a means of singular 
awakening, of suddenly seeing what is there, when what is there is meaningful. The 
6XUUHDOLVWREMHFWLYHRID³JHQHUDOFULVLVLQFRQVFLRXVQHVV´DVDZD\WR³FKDQJHOLIH´VHH
Lefebvre xx-xxi) is typical in this sense: lifelessness is a habit of mind rather than a quality of 
everyday life itself. Shock at once transfigures the everyday formally into the event, the 
epiphany, the extraordinary, and thereby makes it visible in a sense, but for this reason is not 
active in ordinary life materially, day to day. The avant-garde artwork here tends towards 
transubstantiation rather than transformation, redemption rather than alteration, elevation 
rather than change, returning life to its better self. We are removed from the forward 
movement definitive of vanguardism.  
 
One answer to the historical avant-JDUGH¶VLQFRPSOHWLRQVLQWKLVUHJDUGHPDQDWLQJIURP-RKQ
Cage and the Abstract Expressionists and extending to the New American Poetry and Susan 
6RQWDJ¶V³HURWLFVRIDUW´LVWKRURXJKO\XQGHUVWRRGDVVXFK7KLVDQWL-symbolic presentism 
bracketed questions of meaning off to focus on everyday life as a source of immanent value 















   
5  
through which art can access the energies of the here and now. In the negative, it disengaged 
from the historical avant-JDUGH¶VFRPPLWPHQWWRSROLWLFal transformation. Whether this 
represents a purer form of avant-gardism or its decisive negation I leave an open question 
here. Either way, this mid-century coalescence of artistic experiments was a significant factor 
in extending the life and viability of avant-gardism as such in the US. In abandoning the 
future-orientation of the modernist avant-garde, and trading meaning for form, it was able to 
make viable claims for the ability of innovative form to change and make visible everyday 
life now. This was only one answer, however, and certain aspects of this mid-century avant-
garde²its aestheticism, its liberalism, its own philosophical underpinnings in Pragmatism²
can be seen when placed in the perspective of a quite different response. I will not have space 
to consider this relationship at length here, but thinking through proletarian realism as an 
experimental project of everyday life can, among other things, suggest a different vantage on 
other developments of avant-gardism.  
 
It is firstly, then, in the context of the unfinished business of the avant-garde life that we can 
VHHWKHµUHDO¶RISUROHWDULDQUHDOLVP3UROHWDULDQZULWLQJZDVLQLWVFRPPLWPHQWWRHYHU\GD\
life, a vibrant and vital development of avant-gardism. At the same time, however, in its 
original understanding of the category itself, in particular Marxist terms, and in literary forms 
that follow from this understanding, it represents a negation of the avant-garde.  
 
Marx, then, is the other key context of everyday life in proletarian realism. The broad 
VLJQLILFDQFHRI³OLIH´LQ0DU[LVZHOONQRZQ³Life is not determined by consciousness, but 
FRQVFLRXVQHVVE\OLIH´0DU[DQG(QJHOV47). What, though, is life here, beyond the textbook 
DEVWUDFWLRQRIµPDWHULDOFRQGLWLRQV¶"0RVWVLPSO\DQGIXQGamentally, Marx means 
³consciousness taken DVWKHOLYLQJLQGLYLGXDO«ZKLFKFRQIRUPVWRUHDOOLIH, and 
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consciousness is considered solely as their FRQVFLRXVQHVV´ (original emphasis). 
Consciousness is manifest in particular lives and bodies rather than philosophically floating 
IUHH)URPKHUHVWLOOVLPSO\WKHVLJQLILFDQWIDFWRIWKLV³OLIH´LVWKDWLWPRYHVWUDQVIRUPLQJ
LWVHOIDQGLWVFRQGLWLRQVWKURXJKDFWLYLW\DQGLWVUHODWLRQV³0HQDUHWKHSURGXFHUVRIWKHLU
conceptions, ideas, etc.²real, active men, as they are conditioned by a definite development 
of their productive forces and of the intercourse corresponding to these, up to its furthers 
forms. Consciousness can never be anything else than conscious existence, and the existence 
of men is their actual life-process.´7KHOLIH-process, then, is living, dynamically entangled in 
an environment constituted of the living relations of the active world.  
 
Somewhere, of course, life goes missing. It is missed, or not lived, precisely because it is not 
seen as a SURFHVVDPRYLQJVHWRIFRQQHFWHGSDUWV5HYLVLQJ0DU[¶VHDUOLHUVHQVHRILGHRORJ\
as an inversion available to critical demystification, consciousness here finds its truth in 
establishing relation, partly but never sufficiently in thought. Capitalism and its commodity 
IRUPGRQRWVRPXFKGLVWRUWWUXWKDVPDNHWKHZRUOG¶VDFWLYHUHODWLRQVVHHPGHDGVWDWLF
irreducibly there7KHHDUOLHUYHUVLRQRILGHRORJ\DVOLIHOLYHG³XSVLGH-down as in 
a camera REVFXUD´Marx and Engels 47EHFRPHVWKHPRUHDPELJXRXVRSHUDWLRQRID³VRFLDO
SURFHVVWKDWJRHVRQEHKLQGWKHEDFNVRIWKHSURGXFHUV´0DU[Capital 135). That 
exploitation is never fully present to consciousness is built into the phenomenonal fabric of 
capitalist life itself, meaning its supersession will require action from within that life rather 
than intellectual critique from outside it. Real life is a total process, a question of the 
connections between the flesh and blood misery of daily existence with the wider social 
relations that enforce it. Capital¶VHYHU\GD\OLIHIRUH[DPSOHLVWKHworking day both within 
and beyond wage-labour: the common, labouring diurnal, defined as the relations between 
immediate familiars like eating, sleeping, illness and family life and less immediate but no 
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less definite phenomena like capital flows, technological change, class struggle, the law and 
LPSHULDOH[SDQVLRQ7KHFKLOGODERXUHU¶VOLIHRI³VFDWWHUHGVKUHGVRIWLPH´LVHYRNHG
down to the nervous system, but it is defined by enclosure, labour laws and the general laws 
RIFDSLWDOLVP¶V³YDPSLUHWKLUVWIRUWKHOLYLQJEORRGRIODERXU´7KHILQDOIORXULVKRI
0DU[¶V³:RUNLQJ'D\´FKDSWHUPDNHVWKHSROLWLFDOLPSRUWRIKLVREVHUYDWLRQVFOHDU³,QSODFH
of the pompous catalogue of the µLQDOLHQDEOHULJKWVRIPDQ¶WKHUHVWHSVWKHPRGHVW0DJQD
&DUWDRIWKHOHJDOO\OLPLWHGZRUNLQJGD\´,QSODFHRISKLORVRSKLFDODEVWUDFWLRQWKDWLV
emerges demands that are everyday in the most literal, embodied and critical sense of the 
word.  
 
Capital is not directly interested in how everyday immiseration is to be overcome. For this 
ZHFDQWXUQWRWKHWKRXJKWRI+HQUL/HIHEYUH,Q/HIHEYUH¶VHDUO\LQIOXHQWLDOZRUNRQ




[T]he simplest event²a woman buying a pound of sugar, for example²must be analysed. 
Knowledge will grasp whatever is hidden within it. To understand this simple event, it is not 
enough merely to describe it; research will disclose a tangle of reasons and causes, of 
HVVHQFHVDQGµVSKHUHV¶WKHZRPDQ¶VOLIHKHUELRJUDSK\KHUMREKHUIDPLO\KHUFODVVKHU
budget, her eating habits, how she uses money, her opinions and her ideas, the state of the 
market, etc. Finally, I will have grasped the sum total of capitalist society, the nation and its 
history. And although what I grasp becomes more and more profound, it is contained from the 
start in the original little event. So now I can see the humble events of everyday life as having 











(Lefebvre 148). Such integration does not, as philosophical critique would for Lefebvre, take 
place from outside or above the everyday: it proceeds from it. The negation of everyday 
capitalist life, for Lefebvre, will take place from within it, only more within it, by being more 
attentive to other everyday lives. This is quite different from what would become the object 
of modernist defamiliarisation sketched so beautifully by William James:  
 
We do not notice the ticking of the clock, the noise of the city streets, or the roaring of the 
brook near the house; and even the din of a foundry or factory will not mingle with the 
WKRXJKWVRILWVZRUNHUVLIWKH\KDYHEHHQWKHUHORQJHQRXJK>«@7KHSUHVVXUHRIRXUFORWKHV
and shoes, the beating of our hearts and arteries, our breathing, certain steadfast bodily pains, 
habitual odors, tastes in the mouth, etc., are examples from other senses, of the same lapse 
LQWRXQFRQVFLRXVQHVVRIDQ\WRRXQFKDQJLQJFRQWHQW>«@ 
 
The problem for James is familiarity; for Lefebvre, it is atomisation. Rather than tearing off 
the veil of falsehood or the dead skin of habit, Lefebvre advocates creatively acknowledging 
and establishing relations. We can position avant-gardism and proletarian literature within a 
VLPLODUG\QDPLFMXVWDVH[SHULPHQWDOPRGHUQLVP¶VSURMHFWLVWRPDNHWKHXQQRWLFHG
phenomena of daily life explicit, so a Marxist aesthetics of relation is about making everyday 
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and ubiquitous connections explicit, visible and active. These twin projects mark the life of 
proletarian literature of the 1930s: on the one hand an evocation of the stuff of concrete, 
embodied experience, and on the other an attention to the wider moving, dynamic and 
totalised relations of class, power and materials, beyond this immediacy.  
 
In what follows I will argue that proletarian realism advocated a practice of testimony²a 
testimony that tends toward relation, by which the I was there of experience is joined to the 
manifold Elsewheres available to writing, and immediacy becomes fused with totality. An 
anxiety that such testimony would amount to no more than an aggregation of particulars, 
however, then calls for a further mode: allegory. Here potentially diffuse particulars are 
resolved by clarity of purpose, achieved through having a symbolic point. This is a tendency 
WKDWUHSHDWVPRGHUQLVP¶VSUHIHUHQFHIRUWUDQVXEVWDQWLDWLQJDQGHQQREOLQJHYHU\GD\OLIH
although shifting focus from the interior (epiphany, shock, consciousness) to the social 
(revolution). The forms of this allegorical mode are various. I will conclude that, though this 




2. Testimony   
³/LIH´ZDVWKHJUHDWVLJQLILHURINew Masses, the decisive magazine of American working 
class writing from the late 1920s into the 40s, and Gold, its editor between 1928 and 1934, 
ZDVOLIH¶VJUHDWFKDPSLRQLQLWVSDJHVFRQVWDQWO\LQYRNLQJWKHZRUGDVDParker of originality 
and vitality in the face of decadent capitalism. What did Gold mean by life, and how should 
writing stand in relation to it?  
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Life meant work, but more than this, it meant writing should either come out of work, or 
place itself within LWVDFWLYLW\UDWKHUWKDQEHLQJPHUHO\µDERXW¶LW7KRXJKDWWDFNVRQOHLVXUH
DQGERRNLVKQHVVDVOLIH¶VRSSRVLWHVDUHFRPPRQLQSUROHWDULDQUHDOLVWGLVFRXUVH²*ROG¶V
hatchet jobs on Thornton Wilder (Mike Gold Reader 45-DQG76(OLRW³&KDQJHWKH
World´DUHJRRGH[DPSOHVRIHDFK²the more precise demand is that writing be somehow in 
ZRUN³7KDWHYHU\ZULWHULQWKHJURXSDWWDFKKLPVHOIWRRQHRIWKHLQGXVWULHV>«@WKDWKHZLOO
ZULWHOLNHDQLQVLGHUQRWOLNHDERXUJHRLVLQWHOOHFWXDOREVHUYHU>«@+HZLOO have his roots in 
VRPHWKLQJUHDO´³$1HZ3URJUDP´6LQFHZRUNLQJOLIHLVHPERGLHGWKHZULWLQJRIOLIHPXVW
HPERG\LWVHOILQLW³,GRQ¶WPHDQWKHWHPSHUDPHQWDOERKHPLDQOHIWWKHVWDOHROG3DULVSRVLQJ
the professional poeticizing etc. No, the real thing; a knowledge of working class life in 
$PHULFDQJDLQHGIURPILUVWKDQGFRQWDFWV>«@DIOHVKDQGEORRG\UHDOLW\KRZHYHUFUXGH
LQVWHDGRIWKHVPRRWKSHUIHFWWKLQJWKDWLVIRXQGLQERRNV´³*R/HIW<RXQJ:ULWHUV´
Writing in work is proposed as living ZULWLQJ³WKHKDUGZD\WRJRRQOLYLQJDQGWRWU\HYHU\
GD\RIRQH¶VOLIHWRZULWHDERXWWKHOLYLQJZRUOG´(³1RWHV´-XO\). Informing this 
prioritising of wage-labour is a belief in the revolutionary vitality of working class 
experience, a sense oISUROHWDULDQOLIHDVFORVHUWRWKHZRUOG¶VVRXUFHVRIHQHUJ\DQGYDOXHDV
LQ+HJHO¶VPDVWHUVODYHGLDOHFWLF³Away with drabness, the bourgeois notion that the 
:RUNHU¶VOLIHLVVRUGLGWKHVOXPPHU¶VGLVJXVWDQGWKHIHHOLQJRIIXWLOLW\7KHUHis horror and 
GUDEQHVVLQWKH:RUNHU¶VOLIHDQGZHZLOOSRUWUD\LWEXWZHNQRZWKLVLVQRWWKHODVWZRUG
ZHNQRZWKDWWKHPDQXUHKHDSLVWKHKRSHRIWKHIXWXUH´-5; original emphasis). The 
conviction is that, though life is wage-labour and therefore exploitation, as such it is also 
activity, a living process that changes real world conditions as well as living through them. 
This is the dialectical double meaning of ³WKH:RUNHUPRXOGLQJKLVUHDOZRUOG´ 
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Proletarian writing asked itself what forms could give this life expression. Form here must be 
taken in a broad sense: as the above suggests, New Masses was far less interested in the 
correct internal aesthetic operations of revolutionary literature than it was concerned with 
who wrote it. The forms of organisation, editing and encouragement that might help give 
voice to working class experience were key. These are still questions of aesthetic form, 
WKRXJKDQGWKHPDJD]LQH¶VDSSURDFKWRWKHPLVLQNHHSLQJZLWK*ROG¶VDLPWKDWLW³QRWEHD
magazine of Communism, or 0RVFRZEXWDPDJD]LQHRI$PHULFDQH[SHULPHQW´³/HWLW%H
5HDOO\1HZ´ 
 
WE WANT TO PRINT:  
Confessions²diaries²documents² 
 The concrete² 
Letters from hoboes, peddlers, small town atheists, unfrocked clergymen and school 
teachers² 
Revelations by rebel chambermaids and night club waiters² 
The sobs of driven stenographers²  
The poets of steel workers² 
The wrath of miner²the laughter of sailors² 
Strike stories, prison stories, work stories² 
6WRULHVE\&RPPXQLVW,::DQGRWKHUUHYROXWLRQDU\ZRUNHUV³:ULWHIRU8V´ 
 
Though the approach to form is political rather than technical, this is still an aesthetic 
SURJUDPPH*ROG¶VRZQSUHIHUHQFHZDVIRUDNLQGRIVWUDLJKW-WDONLQJUHPLQLVFHQWRI3RXQG¶V





/HWWHU´*ROG¶VIRFXVWKURXJKRXWKLVPDQLIHVWR-like statements of the 1930s is on the type of 
social lives writers should lead and connect themselves with, and the kinds of writing that 
could be found and developed in proletarian social lives. As an experimental practice, the 
assumption for Gold and other writers was often that proletarian literature was already avant-
JDUGHLQWKDWLWKDGUDUHO\EHHQVHHQEHIRUHDQGWKDWLIH[SUHVVHGQDWXUDOO\DV³FUXGH
XQJUDPPDWLFDOVWXII´LWVIRUPZRXOGEHLQHYLWDEO\FRQIURQWDWLRQDODQGWRXJKWRGLJHVWIRUWKH
bourgeois critic (see Kalar). The overall philosophical conviction mobilising this programme 
is that life will speak, if allowed to speak itself: that there is something in everyday life that 
escapes detached representations of it, a definitive you had to be there of social and bodily 
experience that must be gone through for its truth and antagonism to seep into art. I am 






documentary, long recognised as a key tendency in the development of avant-gardism into 
the 1930s. Unlike documentary, in which the figure of the photograph is central (see Allred 
and Vescia), testimony prioritises the first hand, the I-was-there, the ways in which witness is 
tied up with experLHQFH)RUSUROHWDULDQOLWHUDWXUH¶VDPELWLRXVDLPVWHVWLPRQ\LVWKHILUVWVWHS
to revolution. It is only the first because, as Primo Levi points out in a very different context, 
 
3
 Two important and influential modes of testimony connected to proletarian realism and 
responding to identical problems of bodies and labour, but beyond the scope of this essay, 
LQFOXGH&KDUOHV5H]QLNRII¶V Testimony, a µUHFLWDWLYH¶RIFRXUWFDVHVLQYROYLQJpoverty, work 
accidents, racism and much else besides, and 0XULHO5XNH\VHU¶V account of a major industrial 
accident in µ7KH%RRNRIWKH'HDG¶ DQGRIWKH6SDQLVK&LYLO:DULQµ0HGLWHUUDQHDQ¶.  
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the horizon of testimony is potentially small and its scope narrow (6-7). It is a first step, 
nonetheless, because by connecting the first-hand to the totality of capitalist relations its 
exercise suggests the grounds for agency. Aesthetic testimony testifies above all to the 
ZLWQHVV¶VSRWHQWLDOWRWUDQVODWHH[SORLWDWLRQWUDXPDVuffering, into solidarity and explicit 
sociality through forms of address that it thematises in a way document does not.  
 
To see a form testimony might take, and how it might relate to questions of relationality, 
allegory, experiment and everyday life, we FDQORRNDWRQHRI*ROG¶VVKRUWVWRULHV³+RPH
5HOLHI6WDWLRQ´7KLVVWRU\SXEOLVKHGLQWKHDaily Worker in 1933, is a short anecdote about a 
GROHTXHXHWKDWWXUQVLQWRDULRWPRVW'HSUHVVLRQZULWHUVZHUHDVLQWHUHVWHGLQZDJHODERXU¶V
dialectical complements under capitalism, unemployment and unpaid labour, as labour itself). 
It takes a quintessentially everyday subject, waiting, and attempts a formal mimesis of it:  
 
Single file. Four hundred people. Waiting. Waiting for hours. Waiting until everything aches 
with waiting. Feet and back and shoulders. Waiting and standing up for hours. No benches. 
2UMXVWRQH7KHEHQFKWKDWKROGVIRXUDWDWLPHLQIURQWRIWKHLQWHUYLHZHUVWDEOH7KDW¶V
ZKHUH\RXKDQGLQ\RXUDSSOLFDWLRQVOLS7KDW¶VZKHUHWKH\FKHFNXS on you. Four at a time. It 
takes hours. And you stand and wait. Wait. Until everything aches. Feet and back and 
shoulders. (89) 
 
The story here explores a tension between experience and representation. It is frustrated with 
expressing in language what by GHILQLWLRQHVFDSHV³,I\RX¶YHQHYHUEHHQRQDOLQHLQWKH
+RPH5HOLHI%XUHDX\RXGRQ¶WNQRZZKDWLWLV<RXGRQ¶WNQRZWKHIHHOLQJ\RXJHWIURP




inadequacy of language, performed formally as well as stated explicitly, is precisely what 
JXDUDQWHHVWKHDXWKHQWLFLW\RI*ROG¶VWHVWLPRQ\ 
 
The story turns on the inversion of the queue into a riot. Gold neatly describes this as a 
détournement of everyday waiting itself, when a Swedish woman sits heroically:  
 
Suddenly, she walked out of line, just walked right out, and plunked herself in the chair of the 
LQWHUYLHZHU>«@,PDJLQHKDYLQJWKHQHUYHWRVLWGRZQLQDFKDLU%XWVKHVDWWKHUHWKHELJ
woman, folding hands deliberately across her broad breast and waited. For a moment the big 
fat cop, the ugly one, just stood in line and looked at her. Then he asked her to get back in 
OLQH6KHUHIXVHG6KHZDVVLFNDQGWLUHGRIVWDQGLQJXSWKHUH>«@7KHFRSVDLG³<RXJRWWD
JHWXSRUJHWRXW´%XWKHIRUJRWVRPHWKLQJ+HIRUJRWWKDWIRXUKXQGUHGSHRSle standing in 
line there felt just as the big brawny Swedish woman felt. He forgot that her words were the 
ZRUGVRIDOO>«@6KHUHIXVHGWROHDYHWKHFKDLU7KHFRSPRYHGRYHUWRJUDEKHUDUP$QG
then it happened. (90)  
 
7KH³LW´LVDQXQGHILQHGULRW7KH ZRUG³ZDLW´KHUHQRORQJHUVLJQLILHVKXPLOLDWHG
submission, but combative composure, reversing the usual metaphor for militancy, standing 
up. The act of sitting has turned the atomised misery of individuals into a raucous solidarity 
of bodies recognising the relations between waiting and coercion, power and money, 
unemployment and work. Something else has happened in the act, however: waiting itself has 
been transformed from an experience that exceeds language into a symbol of resistance. The 
story, that is, tends towards allegory, and in doing so runs the risk of undermining, by making 
abstract, the you-had-to-be-there of the particular experience earlier invoked. In this case, the 
tendency to relate waiting to what is outside of it does not quite crystallise to mere allegory, 
and does not obliterate the earlier expression of embodied immiseration.  
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How this tension is resolved in more ambitious proletarian texts is a key question here. 
*ROG¶VJews Without Money (1930), perhaps the most famous proletarian novel of the 1930s, 
HODERUDWHVRQWKHUHODWLRQVWKDW³+RPH5HOLHI6WDWLRQ´H[KLELWVLQPLQLDWXUH7KHERRN¶V
FRQFHSWLRQRIµUHDOOLIH¶LVGLUHFWO\GHFLVLYHIRULWVIRUPXQOLNHWKHFODVVLF$PHULFDQ
DVFHQVLRQLVWVWRU\RISRYHUW\UHGHHPHGE\VXFFHVV*ROG¶Vcharacters are constantly blocked 
from progress, and so Jews Without Money is without narrative arc, punctuated by false 
starts, dead ends, sudden reversals, lives cut short and meaningless suffering. The life of the 
novel, that is, defined primarily as poverty, refuses to be placed within an abstract system of 
meanings that would save it from mere drudgery and pain, the keynotes it refuses to 
transubstantiate into a redemptive narrative.  
 
If the novel is not primarily concerned with reified or sentimental meaning, however, it is 
concerned with the relations of its various experiences to each other and the wider world 
EH\RQGLWVVHWWLQJWKH/RZHU(DVW6LGH$VLQ³+RPH5HOLHI6WDWLRQ´HYHUyday life is seen as 
WKHJURXQGVRIVROLGDULW\³,W¶VLPSRVVLEOHWROLYHLQDWHQHPHQWZLWKRXWEHLQJPL[HGXSZLWK
WKHWUDJHGLHVDQGFRFNURDFKHVRIRQH¶VQHLJKERXUV7KHUH¶VQRSULYDF\LQDWHQHPHQW´
Everyday life is what immiserates but also what connects, and in this lies its meaningful 
potential. The novel thematises this connectivity as both life-affirming and clarifying:  
  
Each week at public school there was an hour called Nature Study. The old maid teacher 
fetched from a dark closet a collection of banal objects: birdnests, cornstalks, minerals, 
autumn leaves and other poor withered corpses. On these she lectured tediously, and bade us 
admire Nature.  
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 What an insult. We twisted on our benches, and ached for the outdoors. It was if a 
starving bum were offered snapshots of food, and expected to feel grateful. It was like 
lecturing a cage of young monkeys on the jungle joys. 
 ³/DG\JLPPHDIORZHU*LPPHDIORZHU0HPHPH´ 
 In summer if a slummer or settlement house lady walked on our street with flowers in her 
hand, we attacked her, begging for the flowers. We rioted and yelled, yanked at her skirt, and 
frightened her to the point of hysteria.  
 Once Jake Gottlieb and I discovered grass struggling between the sidewalk cracks near 
the livery stable. We were amazed by this miracle. We guarded this treasure, allowed no one 
WRVWHSRQLW(YHU\KRXUWKHJDQJVWXGLHG³RXU´JUDVs to try to catch it growing. It died, of 
course, after a few days; only children are hardy enough to grow on the East Side.  
 The Italians raised red and pink geraniums in tomato cans. The Jews could have, too, but 
KDGQ¶WWKHGHVLUH:KHQDQH[FDYDWLRQZDs being dug for a new tenement, the Italians 
swarmed there with pots, hungry for the new earth. Some of them grew bean vines and 
morning glories.  




objects critiques the reification of relations in general in a manner that summons the 
commodity fetish in particular. These relations demand a formal fluidity not normally 
associated with proletarian literature, approximating collage. Tenement objects are seen to be 
alive in their relatedness, antagonism and dynamism, all of which are reflected in the form of 
the text itself, with its centrifugal focus connecting scene to scene through a series of quick 
jolts. The final paragraph, meanwhile, is paradigmatic enough to bring the listed items 
together into some kind of meaningful economy, but paratactic enough to avoid merely 
reducing them to an overarching schema.   
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when a week passed and there was no rain. All this was of the world, and for his wife to 
ZRUU\DERXW5HE6DPXHOKDGPRUHVHULRXVFDUHV´7KHZRUOGFDWFKHVXSZLWK5HEDOO
WKHVDPHKRZHYHU+DYLQJVDYHGXSZLWKRWKHUVIRUWKH5DEEL¶VVWHDmship and other 
necessaries, he sees his new Rabbi arrive. So, too, does the child narrator, who notices the 
5DEELKDVDQDSSHWLWHWHOOLQJ5HEVR³WKHQHZ5DEELLVHDWLQJXSDOOWKHIRRG7KHUHZLOOEH
QRWKLQJOHIW´7KLVEUHDNV5HE¶V³HFVWDV\´DQGDQJHUs him, so Mike is sent home for 
blasphemy (201). After, however, the Rabbi makes additional demands (for a home, for a 
VHUYDQWPHDQZKLOH³VHHP>LQJ@WRSUHIHUWKHULFK´DQGERZLQJWRWKHLUPRUHOLEHUDO
interpretation of beard orthodoxy. At this point Reb KDV³QHJOHFWHGKLVXPEUHOODVKRS
HQWLUHO\´WRUDLVHPRQH\WRSD\IRUDOOWKLVEHIRUHWKH5DEELGHVHUWVWKHFRQJUHJDWLRQIRUD
³EHWWHU-SD\LQJMRE´LQWKH%URQ[³7KHEORZFUXVKHGP\WHDFKHU5HE6DPXHO+HUDUHO\
spoke at home, or in the umbrella shop; he brooded within himself. His eyes lost their peace; 
KLVIDFHQRORQJHUUHIOHFWHGWKHHWHUQLWLHV+HEHFDPHDWLUHGEHZLOGHUHGORQHO\ROG-HZ´
$VDQDOOHJRU\RI*ROG¶VDHVWKHWLFWKHFRRUGLQDWHVDUHFOHDU*ROGZLOOVSHDNWKH
blasphemous truth against mystification, and the modern world will prove him right. The 
episode also carries considerable tragedy, however. Reb quickly becomes paralysed as a 
result of his demoralisation, literally forced by a system of mirrors to look onto a world he 
can no lonJHUOLYHLQ³:LWKRXWWXUQLQJKLVH\HV5HE6DPXHOFRXOGVHHHYHU\WKLQJLQWKH
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street. He was a man at a never-ending play. He was a spectator, a ghost watching our crazy 
ZRUOG´7KLVLVDPELJXRXVO\SRVLWLRQHGEHWZHHQSXQLVKPHQWDQGWUDJLFEHODWHGQHVVEXW the 
bottom line is clear: Reb may not recognise everyday life, but everyday life recognises him. 
His blindness to it deceives him about wider class structures to which he becomes a too-
willing victim.  
 
*ROG¶VFRPELQDWLRQVRIDOOHJRULFDOVLJQLILFDQFHZLWK an embodied realism of misery, where 
RQHLVQHYHUDOORZHGWRVXEVXPHWKHRWKHULVDFRPSHOOLQJDUWLFXODWLRQRIH[SORLWDWLRQ¶VSODFH
in the world. Gold still reaches for the two holy grails of avant-garde ambition, everyday life 
and social consciousness, but attempts to go beyond the generalised noticing typical of both 
in avant-garde contexts, to evoke affective experiences and creatively make connections 
beyond them. To fully elaborate such evocations and connections, I want to finally explore 
proletariaQUHDOLVP¶VYDQJXDUGLVP*ROGDQGRWKHUV¶DQ[LHW\WRPRELOLVHWHVWLPRQ\ (to avoid 
the final situation of Reb, riveted to watching life with no hope of intervening in it) and the 
means used for doing so will be my subject now.  
 
 
3. Purpose  
The ending of Jews Without Money has been subject to much criticism for its inelegance and 
melodrama (see Klein 186, Nilsen 45 and Rideout 151-7KHQRYHO¶VFRQFOXVLRQUXVKHV
WKURXJKWKHQDUUDWRU¶VFRPLQJLQWRDGXOWKRRGEHIRUHDILQDOIHZGR]HQZRUGVRQKLV
awakening FRQVFLRXVQHVVRI³5HYROXWLRQ´DIWHUVHHLQJD³PDQRQDQ(DVW6LGHVRDS-ER[´
(309). The abruptness of this conversion is hardly persuasive, but the manner in which it fails 
to give the novel unity, to comprehensively frame its incidents retrospectively, means the 
account functions as another embodied incident of chaotic life rather than merely 
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allegorically absorbing and thereby deadening its vividly evoked particulars. We are not left 
with a feeling that it was all leading towards this, and the incidents of the novel before it 
remain life rather than fodder for a higher, fixed meaning. The ending does, however, remain 
important as a crack in the façade of immiseration, a glimpse of changeability that is clearly 
NH\WRLWVQRYHO¶VPRWLYDWLRQ7KHQRYHOFRXOGnot stand without it, which makes its 
sketchiness inadequate.  
 
*ROG¶VHQGLQJLVV\PSWRPDWLFLIQRWWKRURXJKO\UHIOH[LYHRIDFHQWUDOPRYLQJIRUFHRI
proletarian writing: the anxiety for and straining after purpose. Gold famously claimed that 
ZRUNHUV¶OLWHUDWXUH³LVQHYHUSRLQWOHVV´³1RWHV´6HSWHPEHU7KLVFRQYLFWLRQRU
DPELWLRQZDVERWKDWWKHFHQWUHRISUROHWDULDQZULWHUV¶FULWLTXHRIDYDQW-gardists and a 
defining anxiety about their own writing of working life. In terms of the former, one 
example²the reception of the ³2EMHFWLYLVWV´$QWKRORJ\ (1932), edited by the poet Louis 





premises; instead of questioning its economics, its politics, its morals, its values, he denies 
WKDWWKHUHDUHYDOXHV´  The editors of Dynamo, an independent quarterly of proletarian 
OLWHUDWXUHZRXOGPDNHPXFKWKHVDPHFKDUJHD\HDUODWHU6RO)XQDURIIFODLPHGWKDW³WKH
2EMHFWLYLVWKDVQRREMHFWLYH´LV³SUH-RFFXSLHGZLWKWKHH[WHUQDO´DQG³UHPDLQVWKH




Herman Spector asserted in the same issue of Dynamo WKDWWKH³IDWDOGHIHFWRIWKH2EMHFWLYLVW
theory is that it identifies life with capitalism, and so assumes that the world is merely a 
ZDVWHODQG´$OOWKHVHUHDGLQJVFODLPWKDWDIRFXVRQWKHREMHFWVRIFRQWHPSRUDU\
capitalism leaves the reader feeling that nothing else, no life beyond capitalism, is possible. 
The consensus was that Objectivism the self-SURFODLPHGµUHYROXWLRQDU\¶SRHWLFPRYHPHQW
was indistinguishable from objectivism the bourgeois myth of detachment. 
 
The ObjecWLYLVWSRHWVGLGQRWPHUHO\UHFRUG³LVRODWHGHYHQWV´EXW=XNRIVN\GLGDJUHHZLWK
the central thrust of the attack: he was happy to say that he wished poems to be free of 
³SUHGDWRU\LQWHQW´25). To delineate the fine margins between deadening predation and 
DQLPDWLQJSXUSRVH,ZDQWWRWXUQILQDOO\WRWZRNH\WH[WVRIWKHHDUO\V-DFN&RQUR\¶V
novel The Disinherited DQG/DQJVWRQ+XJKHV¶VEURDGVLGHSRHP³&RPHWRWKH:DOGRUI-
$VWRULD´ 
 
The Disinherited (1933), like Jews Without Money, straddles novel and memoir²only 
HPHUJLQJDVWKHIRUPHUDWWKHSXEOLVKHU¶VUHTXHVW&RQUR\[L,WIROORZV/DUU\'RQRYDQIURP
the coal pits and railcar repair yards of Missouri to the sawmills and rubber factories of 
Chicago, from child labour and industrial accidents to starvation and mass unemployment. 
The novel is neither detached in its approach, nor does it report events as isolated. In the case 
of the former, Conroy commits to testifying to work as it is lived in mind and body. Conroy 
makes the same point New Masses and otKHUPDJD]LQHVKDG³,NQRZ,¶PKDOIHGXFDWHG>«@
EXWVRPHWKLQJV\RXQHYHUNQRZWLOO\RXOLYHWKHP´7KHVH³WKLQJV´DUHWKHH[SHULHQFHV
of labour, with an emphasis on exhaustion, boredom and strain²on, that is, the duration of 
work. The vividness of WKHQRYHO¶VH[SORUDWLRQVRIWKHLQGLYLGXDODQGVRFLDOH[SHULHQFHRI
worked time, especially on how to make it pass faster (88-89, 166) and of the effect of the 
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industrial working day on the body and nervous system distinguish The Disinherited from 
other proletarian novels. Conroy speaks compellingly to an everyday life that goes beyond 
XQGLDOHFWLFDOQRWLRQVRIURXWLQHDQGOHLVXUHWRDUWLFXODWHPRGHUQLW\¶VFKDRWLFDOWHUQDWLRQRI
overwork and idleness, crisis and inertia, drudgery and uncertainty, more generally of work 
and unemployment, sketched by Marx in Capital (340-74).  
 
The unremitting march of these experiences, the paratactic litany of different immiserating 
exploitations, is in part a reflection of their monotony and inescapability. It also, of course, 
presents a problem, in danger as it is of presenting life as an arbitrary collection of 
particulars. Gold felt this was a danger in his review of the book, which he otherwise 
DGPLUHG³7KHUHDUHWRRPDQ\XQSUHFHGHQWHGIDFWVDQGKHLVVRLQYROYHGLQHDFKRQHWKDW
sometimes he cannot piece them together in any satisfactor\SDWWHUQ´³$/HWWHU´2WKHU
UHYLHZHUVZHUHRIDVLPLODUPLQGDERXWZULWHUVOLNH&RQUR\ZKR³ODFNHGWKHDUWLVWLF
VHQVLELOLW\ZKLFKZRXOGHQDEOHWKHPWRFKXUQDPDVVRIH[SHULHQFHLQWROLWHUDU\IRUP´
(Calmer 23). Conroy attempts to resolve this, in part, by looking to relation, as when a rubber 
factory gang encounter a Chinese supply box with a Chinese coin inside, suddenly expanding 
the claustrophobic world of the factory to the world market (157-58), or when the relation of 
stock markets to the most seemingly remote workscape is recognised (220). These individual 
instances of relation, however, evoked as persuasively coming out of a lived experience of 
work itself, are far less important to the novel than its ultimate narrative arc: the explicit, 
overarchLQJDQGIDUPRUHDEVWUDFWDZDNHQLQJRI/DUU\¶VFODVVFRQVFLRXVQHVV 
 
The catalyst here is the German exile Hans, a character so crudely drawn that he reads only as 




IDFWRU\QRLVHGHVFULEHGDVQRWPHUHO\GHDIHQLQJEXWDFWXDOO\PXWLQJ³7Ke words never 
VHHPHGWROHDYHP\OLSVWKHVDZ¶VGLQSXVKHGWKHPEDFNGRZQP\WKURDW´7KLVLVQR
doubt a symbolic description of how to rise above atomised labouring voicelessness, but it is 
one that vividly enough emerges from an actual embodied encounter. By the end of the novel, 
though, Hans is a kind of shade operating in no context at all, present only as helpmeet to the 
LQFUHDVLQJO\PHVVLDQLF/DUU\7KHQRYHO¶VHQGLQJGHVFULELQJ/DUU\¶VFRPSOLFDWHGUHWXUQWR
Missouri as the chaos of the Depression unfolds around, sees once vividly described details 
of working life and the struggle to understand it reduced to an uncomplicated narrative of 
heroic, awakened consciousness:  
 
I no longer felt shame at being seen at such work as I would have once, and I knew that the 
only way for me to rise to something approximating the grandiose ambitions of my youth 
would be to rise with my class, with the disinherited, the flivver tramps, boomers, and 





but in truth it is The Disinherited¶VPRVWGHDGHQLQJDVSHFWDSURSDJDQGLVLQJVHWSLHFHLQ
danger of reducing the entire life of the novel into uncomplicated abstraction, leeching its 
compelling evocations of working life of vitality. That Conroy does so in the guise of 
continuing these evocations, of pretending a continuation of realist style in what is obviously 
an allegorical and purposive narrative movement, undermines a novel that otherwise shows 




to the Waldorf-$VWRULD´3ULQWHGDVDVSUHDGLQNew Masses in 1931, it was the best thing the 
magazine published in its 22 year run. Obviously the text is a poem rather than a novel, but 
the distinctness of its approach to purpose goes far beyond this. $WDVLPSOHOHYHO³:HOFRPH
to the Waldorf-$VWRULD´LVGRXEO\HYHU\GD\LWVSULQFLSDOWH[WXDOPDWHULDODQDGYHUWLVHPHQWLQ
Vanity Fair, is low cuOWXUHDQGLWSDURGLHVWKLVDGYHUWLVHPHQW¶VIUDXGXOHQWGHPRFUDWLF
rhetoric to get at the real, hidden lives of those exploited in the Waldorf-$VWRULD¶VQDPH7KH
ODWWHULVPDGHH[SOLFLWLQ:DOWHU6WHLQKLOEHU¶VLOOXVWUDWLRQLQZKLFKWKHKRWHOVWDQGVRQWKH 
GHVWLWXWHERWKWURGGHQXQGHUIRRWDQGIRUPLQJLWVIRXQGDWLRQIROORZLQJ+XJKHV¶VFHQWUDO
juxtaposition of rich and poor. As for the former, the poem occupies a space between the 
avant-garde medium of the everyday, collage, and the descriptive realism of more orthodox 
proletarian writing. Indeed, the relation between the two is a distinctive aspect of the poem, 
as Hughes attempts to expand the context of the Waldorf-$VWRULD¶VUKHWRULFFRXQWHULQJLWV
fantasy with hardboiled realism. Neither fully collage or UHDOLVPWKHQ+XJKHV¶VLVD
contextual practice which brings reality into contact with marketing through juxtaposition 
and description both.  
 
Hughes turns the Waldorf-$VWRULD¶VODQJXDJHDJDLQVWLWVHOIE\EHLQJSODFLQJLWLQUHODWLRQWR
the reality on which it is built²by shifting the address of luxury from Vanity Fair readers to 
New Masses readers. 4XHVWLRQVOLNH³2UGR\RXVWLOOFRQVLGHUWKHVXEZD\DIWHUPLGQLJKWJRRG
HQRXJK"´DQG³<RXDLQ¶WEHHQWKHUH\HW"´RQWKHRQHKDQGSDURG\WKHDGYHUWLVLQJ¶VODQJuage 
of shame. On the other hand, though, and at the same time, they are a literal adjuration to 
DFWLRQ7KHKRWHO¶VGHPRFUDWLFUKHWRULFLVWDNHQDWLWVZRUGWRH[KRUWUHDOPDVVHVWRGHVFHQG
on the place and take what they want. The manner in which the voice straddles the callous 
marketing of luxury and the sharp invocation to its destruction is the message of the poem: 
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the latter is imminent in the former. This dialectic, of course, follows the version of everyday 
life that would later be advanced by Lefebvre, who after all concluded the first volume of his 
Critique with poems from New Masses (234-35), in which the capitalist everyday may be 
negated only through itself. It is also founded on the central contradiction Lefebvre says this 
everyday life shows: between what is and what is socially possible. The Waldorf-Astoria is 
an exclusionary space of accumulated exploitation expressed as luxury, but it is also the 
possibility of that luxury for everybody. The synthesis suggested by Hughes, of course, is 
revolution, and the remarkable charisma of the poem is the way in which this synthesis is 
HIIHFWHGDWWKHOHYHORIWKHLQGLYLGXDOSKUDVH³WDNHDURRP´OLWHUDOLVHVPDUNHWLQJMDUJRQLQWR
UDGLFDOUHTXLVLWLRQ³DQDUUDQJHPHQWWHUPLQDEOHDWZLOO´WUDQVIRUPVQR-strings-attached patter 




the kind of everyday it encounters and the limits of art to transform it. The hotel, that is, can 
only be accessed by someone like Hughes through its advertising. It can never be lived by the 
black, working class subject, and so the poem stages a discord between the vibrant attention-
seeking of its rhetoric and the actual lifelessness of the place itself²an aspect of the poem 
PDGHH[SOLFLWLQ6WHLQKLOEHU¶VLOOXVWUDWLRQLQZKLFKLWVULFKRFFXSDQWVDUHPHUHVNHOHWDO
outlines (the poor below are rendered with full features). The place is seen, only dimly, from 
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outside. The poem, WKDWLVGRHVQRWµH[SRVH¶WKH:DOGRUI-Astoria or triumph over its elite 
clientele. It stages quite a different confrontation that can only occur beyond the poem.  
 
It is for this reason that the poem ends with the figure of pregnancy, a metaphor for 
potentiality. The poem invokes action rather than making any claim to perform it. And yet 
KRZGRHVRQHDFWXDOO\HQFRXQWHUWKHSRHP¶VULRWRXVRXWUDJHRXVHQGLQJ"7KHILQDOVHFWLRQ
performs a similar function to the endings of Jews Without Money and The Disinherited, 
PDNLQJH[SOLFLWWKURXJKDOOHJRU\WKHUHYROXWLRQDU\OHVVRQVWKDWDUHLPSOLFLWLQWKHWH[W¶V
foregoing details. Clearly, however, it is distinct from these two endings. To begin with, it is 
everyday in a manner difficult for a novel, since its imagery speaks to its immediate present: 
the poem was published in the December issue of New MassesKHQFHWKHWLWOH³&KULVWPDV
&DUG´,WLVDOVRPXFKPRUHH[SOLFLWO\GLDOHFWLFDO³WKHPRE´ZLOOVHHNUHIXJHLQWKH³PDQJHU´
of the Waldorf-Astoria at the same time as seeking its destruction. Most obviously and 
LPSRUWDQWO\WKRXJK+XJKHV¶VHQGLQJLVXQDSRORJHWLFDOO\DSRFDO\SWLFLQDZD\WKDW&RQUR\¶V
is not²daring in a manner that makes no concession to aesthetic unity (the only previous 
mention of Christ is in the prHYLRXVVHFWLRQ³-HVXVDLQ¶W\RXWLUHG\HW"´WKHILQDOOLQHLVD
phone number) or sober stock-taking (the finale is propelled by the overall energy of the 
poem, speeding up rather than slowing down in the manner of The Disinherited¶V
denouement). The poem ends in movement rather than at rest, and it delights in this energy: 
WKHEODVSKHP\RIDOLQHOLNH³.LFNKDUGUHGEDE\LQWKHELWWHUZRPERIWKHPRE´KDVD
jouissance bordering on camp, revelling in its dramatic agitation. In short, the very notion of 
purpose is in itself thematised, avowed, and drawn on as a source of power²power because 






Modernity is the way capitalism is lived, and proletarian writing aimed to make this fact 
explicit. Work was a category modernism struggled with²or, more often, refused to struggle 
ZLWKHLWKHUHYDGLQJLWVREYLRXVGHPDQGVRQDUW¶VDWWHQWLRQZLWKWKHHOHJDQWEXWKDUGO\




Proletarian writing was far more explicit and rigorous is its treatment. Beyond work as 
VXEMHFWWKRXJKWKLVZULWLQJ¶VRULJLQDOLW\SURFHHGLQJIURPWKHDYDQW-garde commitment to 
the everyday, lies in its post-avant-gardism: in how it adapts a rhetoric of aesthetic 
destruction for a political art of construction, and more precisely the construction of relation. 
Rather than an immediate attack on prevailing institutions, proletarian realism aspires to 
construct what otherwise seem like remote relations²to make them alive, related, available, 
urgent, here. This writing often falls down when there is clear distance, as in The 
Disinherited, between this relational practice and the desire to fix relations into a dogmatism 
and unify everyday life through singular purpose. Where this purpose is avowed as such, 
however²where it becomes a subject itself for thought and literary form, emerging from and 
related to the energies of embodied life²as we see in both Gold and Hughes, we are 
presented with a hopeful and radical model of political art that may be due a renaissance. 
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